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PANAMA CITY: Five people were sen-
tenced to prison in Panama Friday over a
2006 poison cough syrup scandal in
which hundreds of people died after
unwittingly ingesting a toxic compound
found in antifreeze. The verdict capped
years of investigation and a convulsion of
shock at the many deaths in this small

Central American nation. Officials say 400
people died when they drank the adul-
terated cough syrup, which had been
mixed and distributed by the national
health agency using an ingredient sup-
plied by a private company, Medicom. 

Some Panamanian organizations
believe as many as 10,000 people may

have died from the medicine. Medicom
had bought the ingredient, labeled “TD
glycerin”, from a Spanish pharmaceutical
firm, Rasfer International, which had pur-
chased it from a Chinese group, CNSC
Fortune Way Company, which had
sourced it from the Taixing Glycerine
Factory. In reality, the ingredient con-

tained high amounts of diethylene gly-
col, a poisonous, practically odorless liq-
uid which has a sweetish taste. The com-
pound can be used as a solvent, in brake
fluid, or in heating fuel, and is often
found in automobile antifreeze. The scan-
dal triggered investigations in Panama,
Spain and China. In Panama, 26 people

were charged over the matter, with 11 of
them prosecuted. On Friday, the legal
representative of Medicom in Panama,
Angel Ariel de la Cruz Soto, was sen-
tenced to five years in prison and fined
$6,000. The four other people sentenced
received terms of one year. Six people
were acquitted.— AFP 

Five jailed in Panama over toxic cough syrup

COLUMBUS: A drug used to sedate ele-
phants and other large animals, 100 times
as potent as the fentanyl already escalating
the country’s heroin troubles, is suspected
in spates of overdoses in several states,
where authorit ies  say they ’ve found it
mixed with or passed off as heroin. The
appearance of carfentanil, one of the most
potent opioids known to investigators, adds
another twist to the fight against painkillers
in a country already awash in heroin and
fentanyl cases. 

Each time authorities start to get a han-
dle on one type of drug, another seems to
pop up, said Joseph Pinjuh, chief of the
Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task
Force and narcotics unit for the US attorney
in Cleveland. “You feel like a kid with his fin-
ger in the dike, you know?” he said. “We’re
running out of fingers.” A man suspected of
selling carfentanil as heroin was indicted
this week in central Ohio on 20 counts,
including murder, in connection with a July
10 death and nine other overdoses that
happened within hours of one another. 

Some of the surviving users told investi-
gators they thought they were buying hero-
in, but testing found none, Franklin County
prosecutor Ron O’Brien said. The suspect,
Rayshon Alexander, pleaded not guilty.
Investigators are trying to track down the
source of the carfentanil. Ohio Attorney
General Mike DeWine said he was unaware
of any thefts of the drug, which, he noted,
could be shipped from abroad or produced
here. Chinese companies sell carfentanil
online, but it hasn’t shown up much in the
US drug supply, according to the US Drug
Enforcement Administration. There hasn’t
been much evidence of carfentanil on the
streets or in testing related to criminal cas-
es, said agent Rich Isaacson, a spokesman
for the DEA’s Detroit Division, which covers
Ohio. The drug has been suspected in over-
doses or found in seized drugs in central
Kentuck y,  in  Flor ida’s  Tampa Bay and
Sarasota areas and in other Ohio cities.
Akron authorities have seen more than 230
overdoses in July, 20 of them fatal, and
police said evidence of car fentanil  was
found in some of those.

The drug is  thought to be s imilar  in
strength to a painkiller known as W-18,
which has shown up in heroin in
Philadelphia, New England and Canada.
Such drugs up the ante in a market where
sellers already mix powerful painkillers with
or disguise them as heroin to increase their
products’ potency, which can increase over-
dose risks for users, especially when they’re
unaware of what they’re using. 

A traditional businessman might con-
clude that killing his customers is bad for

business, but dealers looking to increase
profits can find a burst of overdoses to be a
boon, helping to draw customers to their
product, Pinjuh said. “They know that’s the
high that’ll take you right up to the edge,
maybe kill you, maybe not,” he said. “That’s
the high that they want.”

Carfentanil is so powerful that zoo veteri-
narians typically wear face shields, gloves
and other protective gear - “just a little bit
short of a hazmat suit” - when preparing the
medicine to sedate animals because even
one drop splattered into a person’s eye or
nose could be fatal, said Dr. Rob Hilsenroth,
executive direc tor  of  the American
Association of Zoo Veterinarians. A loaded
syringe of a reversal drug is kept on hand
just in case, and the extremely limited car-
fentanil supply regulators allow for such
facilities are kept locked away and subject
to auditing, Hilsenroth said.

Investigators are taking the risks serious-
ly. In a bulletin to law enforcement agencies
last week, DeWine’s office discouraged
police from field-testing suspected heroin
or fentanyl for fear it contains carfentanil or
other potentially harmful synthetic opioids.
Instead, the office recommended sending
samples straight  to a  lab for  test ing.
DeWine said drugs used for animals have
showed up in street drugs before, but car-
fentanil is so new on the investigative scene
that the state’s crime lab didn’t even have a
standard for comparing samples. In some
suspected carfentanil cases, emergency
responders have had to administer multiple

doses of the overdose antidote naloxone,
often known by the brand name Narcan, to
save people, but even the antidote might
not be enough.—AP 

Elephant sedative emerges as 

new threat in overdose battle

Carfentanil, one of the most potent opioids

This undated file photo shows Rayshon
LaCarlos Alexander of Columbus, Ohio.
Rayshon Alexander has pleaded not guilty to
20 counts, including murder, following a
death and nine other overdoses that investi-
gators say were caused by drugs that buyers
thought were heroin, but were actually the
animal tranquilizer carfentanil, used to sedate
elephants and other large animals. — AP 

EL NURO, Peru: A worker unloads the catch of the day at the pier in Nuro, Piura,
northern Peru. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: The ocean has gotten nois-
ier for decades, with man-made racket from
oil drilling, shipping and construction
linked to signs of stress in marine life that
include beached whales and baby crabs
with scrambled navigational signals. The
United States aims to change that as a fed-
eral agency prepares a plan that could
force reductions in noise-making activities,
including oil exploration, dredging and
shipping off the nation’s coast.

“We’ve been worried about ocean noise
for decades, since the 1970s,” said Richard
Merrick, chief science adviser to the
National Oceanographic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) fisheries agency
and a key author of the agency’s more
detailed 10-year plan to be released pub-
licly later this year. “The question is, what
should we do now?” The draft plan calls for
developing noise limits and setting up a
standardized listening system. It would also
call for the creation of an online archive of
noise data that could hold thousands of
hours of recordings, which scientists could
then cross-reference against data on where
marine life congregates.

The plan urges more research on the
effects of noise on sea creatures and more
coordination with environmental and
industry groups, the military and govern-
ment. Some data is in short supply, since
NOAA has assessed the abundance of only
17 percent of the marine mammal species
that it is mandated to monitor. Noise also
takes on greater urgency with Arctic seas
increasingly open to shipping and develop-
ment with the melting of ice from global
warming.

Deafening nemo
The scientists behind the project admit

the ocean was never quiet. For millions of

years it was filled with sounds ranging from
the thunder of storms to the songs of
whales. But fish and marine mammals
evolved to coexist with those sounds, sci-
entists note. “A hundred years ago the
ocean wasn’t quiet, it was a dynamic
acoustic place. But now there is a lot more
human noise out there,” said Jason
Gedamke, head of the NOAA’s ocean
acoustics program. Man-made noise from
such work as pile driving, dredging, seismic
air guns used in the search for oil, sonar,
power-producing windmills and ice-break-
ing has raised the sound level dramatically.

Researchers have shown that off the
coast of California, for example, underwater
noise has risen several-fold in a few
decades, in part from an increase in ship-
ping. The increased noise interferes with
the sounds that marine animals use to
communicate, hunt and navigate. For
instance, blue whales twice the size of
school buses and sleek fin whales, known
as the “greyhounds of the sea” for their
speed, use songs to find food and mates.

Bottlenose dolphins - the kind made
popular through the 1960s T V series
“Flipper” - locate objects by bouncing
sound waves off them. Fish and crab larvae
use reef sounds for directions. Snapping
shrimp produce collapsing bubbles whose
sound waves stun prey and ward off preda-
tors. NOAA has long required noise permits
for one-off events, like drilling. The draft
plan would be the first to broadly set long-
term rules around noise levels. Many oil
companies already invest in quieter tech-
nology, and the European Union is also
developing targets for ocean noise.  The
United Nations’ International Maritime
Organization in 2014 adopted voluntary
guidelines to reduce underwater noise
from ships.—Reuters

Still waters - US to crack down 

on ocean noise that harms fish

SYDNEY: Australia will adjust its latitude
and longitude, a government science body
says, to put the vast country into alignment
with global navigation satellite systems.
The nation’s coordinates are currently out
by more than a meter, Geoscience Australia
says, and the discrepancy could cause
major headaches for possible new tech-
nologies such as driverless cars which
require precise location data.

“We have to adjust our lines of latitude
and longitude... so that the satellite naviga-
tion systems that we all use on our smart-
phones these days can align with all the
digital map information,” Geoscience’s Dan
Jaksa told the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation this week. Australia currently
moves north by about seven centimeters
each year due to normal tectonic motion
and Jaksa said the change was needed “to

keep pace with that”. He said smartphones
were already accurate to within 5-10
meters, but shrinking the gap would be
crucial in coming years, particularly with
greater use of remotely-operated vehicles
in farming and mining.

“(And) around the corner, in the not too
distant future, we are going to have possi-
bly driverless cars or at least autonomous
vehicles where, 1.5 meters, well, you’re in
the middle of the road or you’re in another
lane,” he said on Thursday. “So the informa-
tion needs to be as accurate as the infor-
mation we are collecting.” Australia’s local
coordinate system, the Geocentric Datum
of Australia, was last updated in 1994 and
officials believe it will be out by 1.8 meters
by 2020 unless corrected. New data on the
country’s coordinates is expected to be
available from 1 January 2017.—AFP 
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